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The Ecuadoran Congress is again in crisis, with two groups battling for the presidency of the
legislative body. Meanwhile, the Supreme Court filed an arrest warrant for former President Jamil
Mahuad, and the powerful Confederacion de Nacionalidades Indigenas (CONAIE), backed by 1
million signatures, is demanding that the Tribunal Supremo Electoral (TSE) convoke a referendum
regarding dollarization and other economic reforms.
The congressional dispute only adds to doubts regarding Ecuador's commitment to democracy.
Former congressional president Juan Jose Pons said the latest crisis gives a negative impression
both inside the country and abroad. "The overriding consideration for the country is that once again
Ecuador's political class has presented a terrible image not only to the country, but to the world." He
said this has occurred "at a time when Ecuador, more than ever, needs to show political stability and
governability that will help it emerge from the serious economic crisis."
Congressional brouhaha paralyzes legislation The latest crisis began Aug. 1, when the 123-seat
unicameral Congress met to elect leadership for the next two years. By law, the president was
supposed to be a member of the Partido Social Cristiano (PSC), but deputies refused to vote for PSC
candidate Xavier Neira, and the PSC refused to offer another candidate.
A melee erupted in Congress, with deputies throwing lamps and telephones and finally coming to
blows. Interim congressional president Carlos Falquez suspended the session, telling lawmakers to
reconvene the following day.
But, in a parallel session later that day, independent Deputy Susana Gonzalez was elected with the
support of 66 of the 81 deputies present. Her election was denounced by the PSC, which filed a court
motion to invalidate it.
Pachakutik Deputy Antonio Posso defended the legality of the action, saying the law stipulates that
the president of Congress for the next two years be a member of the PSC "or someone who was
a member of that group when they arrived in Congress." Gonzalez resigned from the PSC a few
weeks ago.
On Aug 2, Judge Luis Mora suspended the election of Gonzalez and two vice presidents, who
refused to accept the decision, saying the matter was for the legislature to decide. "The election of
congressional dignitaries is a legislative act and not administrative, and the judge is not competent
to rule on the petition filed by the PSC," said Gonzalez. The Tribunal Constitucional will now have
to make the final decision.
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The executive on Aug. 7 said it would not recognize any act of either faction in Congress until
the judiciary resolves the dispute. "Until the Tribunal has ruled, the national government will
not recognize as valid any resolution adopted by Congress," a statement from President Gustavo
Noboa's office said.
Press reports interpreted the announcement as backing the PSC against Gonzalez and her faction.
But some analysts saw in the president's message a threat that the executive would dissolve
Congress and call for new elections. Gonzalez and the majority in Congress responded to the
statement saying the president does not have the constitutional power to recognize or not recognize
Congress, since the branches of government are independent.

Noboa's economic policies at stake
The crisis comes as foreign bondholders consider a US$6.65 billion debt-restructuring plan, which
must have the support of 85% of the bondholders to pass. It also comes as Congress is debating a
sweeping privatization bill, known as Trolebus II or Trole II, to allow private-sector firms to buy up
to 51% stakes in state telecommunications, electricity, and oil companies. The bill was introduced
July 13 and classified as urgent, meaning it automatically becomes law in 30 days unless Congress
debates it and approves or rejects it.
Raul Hurtado, leader of the Democracia Popular (DP) in Congress, which backs Gonzalez, asked
Noboa to withdraw the Trole II bill because of the problems of a law enacted by decree and without
debate. "A law that goes into effect in that way is a totally weak law, and offers little confidence to
investors," said Hurtado, whose position was supported by 53 of the 71 legislators in the Gonzalez
faction.
Meanwhile, the PSC faction is calling for dialogue to resolve the crisis and has even suggested that
it might withdraw the candidacy of Neira to run another PSC candidate for congressional president.
Noboa's six-month mark shows few successes Noboa's first six months in office have been marked
by a succession of unsuccessful attempts to pull the country out of economic crisis that have failed to
win over the indigenous and social movements. "In the six months, this government has not made
any change that has benefitted the country," said Antonio Vargas, president of CONAIE. "What it
wants is to sell Ecuador to private companies." He was referring to the Trole II bill.
While the administration says the bill would not foster indiscriminate privatizations, the Indians,
social movements, and some political groups do not agree. "There is discontent within the country
that could explode at any time and bring a civil war or worse if the Trolebus bill passes," said
Vargas.
Luis Villacis, president of the Frente Patriotico, which includes unions, campesinos, and students,
said the administration has not addressed the serious problems of unemployment, poverty, and
inflation. "Dollarization was not the solution to the problems," said Villacis, rating Noboa's first six
months as negative for the country.
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Protests against government policies continue
On July 25, campesino organizations held a 48-hour strike to protest privatization of the Instituto
de Seguridad Social (IESS). Rodrigo Collahuaso, vice president of the Federacion de Afiliados al
Seguro Social Campesino, said protesters partially or totally closed several highways throughout the
country. In addition, a coalition of civic groups, including CONAIE, presented more than a million
signatures to the Tribunal Supremo Electoral (TSE) on Aug. 2 to demand a referendum on economic
and social issues. "Democracy is founded on the will of the people," labor leader Napoleon Saltos
told a group of 1,500 supporters gathered at the TSE to present the petition. "We the people of
Ecuador are ready to take the nation's future in our hands.
The proposed referendum would put six questions to Ecuador's 12.4 million citizens: * Should state
firms be privatized? * Should the foreign debt be paid? * Should US troops be asked to withdraw
from the Pacific Coast air base at Manta? *Should the current Congress be dissolved? *Should
the government go ahead with the sale of a 51% stake in Ecuador's 18 electricity generation and
distribution firms? *Should the US dollar be adopted as the main national currency? TSE president
Carlos Aguinaga said they would examine the petition to determine whether it was legally valid.

Mahuad's arrest ordered
Meanwhile, the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) issued an arrest warrant for ousted President Jamil
Mahuad on July 13 as part of its investigation into Mahuad's freezing of private bank deposits in
March 1999. The arrest order also names Ana Lucia Armijos, Mahuad's finance minister when the
US$3 billion in accounts were frozen.
The judge also ordered Mahuad's and Armijos' assets embargoed. The CSJ's decision responds to
a request by the congressional anti-corruption commission, which believes Mahuad exceeded his
powers by freezing the bank accounts and leaving many people without access to their savings.
Ecuador's economic problems continued despite the freeze, and the country partially defaulted
on payments on US$13.6 billion in public foreign debt. Mahuad announced in January that he was
adopting the US dollar as the nation's currency, setting off a wave of opposition that brought down
his government (see NotiSur, 2000-01-28). Pons, of Mahuad's DP, said the arrest order showed a
"lack of seriousness," since both the former president and Armijos had been out of the country for
several months.
Mahuad is a visiting fellow at Harvard University's Kennedy School of Government and will remain
at the school through the summer. [Sources: The Miami Herald, 07/15/00, 07/20/00; CNN, 07/14/00,
07/27/00, 07/28/00, 08/02/00; Associated Press, 08/02/00; El Nuevo Diario (Miami), 08/04/00; Notimex,
07/13/00, 07/22/00, 07/25/00, 07/26/00, 08/03/00, 08/07/00; Reuters, 07/13/00, 08/07/00; Spanish news
service EFE, 07/14/00, 07/21/00, 07/25/00, 08/01/00, 08/02/00, 08/05/00, 08/06-08/00; Clarin (Argentina),
08/09/00]
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